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Taboo texts and troubling silences: How textual choices co-construct a positive 
school climate for same-sex attracted students 
 
 
This paper offers insights into the relationship between curriculum decision making, positive 
school climate, and academic achievement for same-sex attracted (SSA) students. The authors use 
critical discourse analysis to present a ‘conversation’ between six same-sex attracted young 
people, aged 14-19, and three pop-culture texts currently popular with both teachers and school-
aged peers:  The Hunger Games, Tomorrow When the War Began, and Neighbours.  Analysis 
starts from the perspective that schools are empowered agents in the production of students’ 
sexualised identities and seeks to understand how textual choices function as active discourse in 
that production.  Through this analysis, an argument is made for expanding notions of what it 
means to ‘attend to’ gender and sexuality through textual choice and critical pedagogy.  
 
 
Objectives: 
 
A plethora of current research outlines the typical secondary school environment as hostile or, at the very 
least, unwelcoming and unfriendly to same-sex attracted (SSA) and gender atypical students. Currently, a 
shift is underway, moving from an ‘at risk’ student discourse, to examining the ways in which the 
secondary school environment is ‘risky’ for SSA young people.  This new focus presents an opportunity to 
examine the ways in which language shapes the school environment and (re)produces hierarchies of 
sexuality and sexual expression.  Rather than focus on LGBTQ policy and related curricular directives 
currently in play in Australia’s secondary schools, this paper seeks to take a novel approach by presenting 
a ‘conversation’ between a small group of SSA young people and pop-culture texts located in their 
generational space.  The authors attempt to use this framing as a way to problematise current English 
curricular choices and present new options for critical pedagogy in the Australian secondary school 
classroom. 
 
Perspectives/Theoretical Framework: 
 
This research begins from a Foucaultian perspective, viewing sexuality as a modern-day construct and the 
product of particular discourses that are scaffolded by inherent power relations.  Notions of what is 
‘natural,’ what is ‘taboo,’ what is acceptable, and what is forbidden, represent the products of this 
scaffolding.  Rather than viewing schools as arenas for the reproduction of dominant heterosexuality, this 
paper aligns itself with the work of Kehily (2002) who describes schools as active agents in this process, as 
“sites for the production of gendered/sexualised identities” through curriculum choices, pedagogic 
practices, and peer cultures (pg. 50).  Schools enforce a clear “gender regime” through formal and 
informal dress codes, language codes, the defining of certain curriculum areas as masculine and feminine 
(Connell, 1996), the “policing” of acceptable masculinities (Martino, 2000) and femininities, and a culture 
of compulsory heterosexuality (Mac An Ghaill, 1994).  
 
Accordingly, students who exhibit behaviours, appearances or publicly express feelings that do not 
conform to the heterosexual norm are often targets of harassment.  Heterosexual gender expression is a 
form of both cultural capital (Quinlivan, 2002) and social capital – valued by educational institutions and 
an asset to students in their social interactions within them.  For SSA students who may not possess these 
forms of capital, the punishment can be severe and public.  Despite huge gains in policy and curricular 
visibility, research into school climate for SSA students continues to describe the social marginalisation, 
verbal, and physical harassment of gender atypical and SSA students in Australia (Hillier et al., 2010; 
Mikulsky, 2007).  Risk-laden school environments have been linked a variety of negative school outcomes 
for SSA youth, including fears for personal safety while at school (Hillier, Turner, & Mitchell, 2005), truancy 
(Bontempo & D’Augelli, 2002), difficulty concentrating on school tasks (Russell, Seif, & Truong, 2001), and 
lowered school achievement (Murdock & Bolch, 2005).  In a recent SEM investigation (Mikulsky, 2007), 
SSA students’ perceptions of their school’s climate toward same-sex attraction (including positivity 
surrounding same-sex attraction, as well as personal experiences of verbal homophobia and teachers’ 
intervention or non-intervention in those instances) accounted for a significant amount of the variance in 
students’ academic self-concept, mediated by its impact on their sense of social connection to peers, 
teachers, and the school environment.  Clearly, confronting the heterosexist discourse is crucial in efforts 
to safeguard the personal and academic well-being of SSA and gender atypical students.   
 
Towards that end, this paper employs a feminist lens to investigate the discursive practices of sexuality as 
spoken through a group of pop-culture texts for Australian teens as well as by a small group (n=6) of SSA 
young people from a variety of geographical locales throughout Australia.  This approach will attempt to 
address the processes by which cultural definitions of sexual practice and expression are produced and 
understood through viewing discourse as social action.   
 
Modes of Inquiry: 
 
Critical discourse analysis (Wodak & Meyer, 2001) will be used to guide and frame the analysis presented 
in this paper.  As such, the data will be examined in an effort to better understand the linguistic shaping of 
sexual norms and practices and to reveal patterns of power within this practice.  Textual material is drawn 
from two main sources:  (1) transcripts from in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted with six 
Australian SSA students (aged 14-19) and (2) popular, everyday ‘texts’ for Australian high school students.  
With regards to this first source, material is taken from a 2007 national mixed-methods study of SSA high 
school students (Mikulsky, 2007), wherein a small group of self-selected young people participated in 
hour-long interviews.  These interviews focused on students’ descriptions of their school’s ‘climate’ with 
regards to same-sex attraction:  the inclusion/exclusion of LGBTQ-related curriculum topics, incidences of 
homophobic harassment or violence at their school, and norms of sexual behaviour and expression within 
their school community.  Further, they were asked to talk about their sense of social belonging, peer 
connection, and about their school academic outcomes and identification with the school domain.  During 
several readings of the texts, this material was coded and examined for themes (Saldana, 2001). 
 
To underscore the impact of text choice in the English language arts classroom, this paper involves three 
young adult texts in a ‘conversation’ with the young people described above, exploring the extent to 
which narratives popular with Australian youth present heroines that challenge dominant ways of thinking 
about gender and sexuality. Two post-apocalyptic, dystopian worlds are analysed - The Hunger Games 
(Collins, 2008) and Tomorrow, When the War Began (Marsden, 1993) - as well as the ‘everyday’ textual 
world of the popular Australian soap opera, Neighbours (Freemantle Media, 2011), to show how texts can 
be understood as a pedagogical apparatus. The analysis explores how children's texts “are performative: 
they do something and therefore incur important ethical responsibilities” as they “represent and validate 
notions of self, cultural identity, being, place and belonging” (Mallan & Bradford, 2011, p. 9).   
 
Data Sources: 
 
A small group of self-selected young people (n=6) participated in the interview portion of the data 
collection, where they engaged in one-hour long interview sessions.  Participants were selected both for 
their varied geographical locations across Australia, as well as to represent a both younger and older ends 
of the age cohort (14-19), varied sexual identification (lesbian, gay, bisexual, and questioning their 
sexuality) and school-type (private, public, religiously-affiliated).   
 
The two literary texts (The Hunger Games and Tomorrow, When the War Began) were selected not only 
for their popularity with Australian teens, but also for their current popularity within the Australian 
English curriculum.  These two books have been positioned as representing a ‘new’ young female 
sexuality, where the heroine is strong, independent, and in charge of her own sexual expression.  
Likewise, the popular teen drama Neighbours has been selected for its inclusion of same-sex attracted and 
‘questioning’ teens within the plot lines.  Critical discourse analysis of all three texts will unpack the 
‘progressive’ positioning of the discourses of sexuality contained therein in an effort to uncover familiar 
tropes of female sexuality and heterosexual power.   
 
Substantiated Conclusions: 
 
This analysis is currently in progress, with conversation between the transcripts and pop-culture texts set 
to begin August 2012.  Thus far, the interview texts reveal how students from a ‘risky’ school environment 
– where (homo/bi)sexuality was taboo, where students were bullied based on their gender atypicality and 
assumed sexuality, and where SSA students were positioned as ‘queer ambassadors:’ the only walking, 
talking, school-based source of information on same-sex attraction – had disengaged from the school 
environment.  Where school climate was a source of ‘risk,’ and where SSA young people bore the brunt of 
their classmates’ ignorance, social and academic connections suffered.  This knowledge leaves much room 
for corrective curricular choices and proactive teacher behaviour.   
 
Scholarly Significance of the Study or Work: 
 
This paper will highlight the need for students to be offered more than heteronormative narratives and 
silence on issues of sexuality in the official school curriculum. Using a review of research in the field of 
LGBTQ literature use (e.g. Blackburn, 2012; Blackburn & Clark, 2011; Blackburn & Smith, 2012) in 
conjunction with student reading requirements in the context of the Australian Curriculum for English, the 
authors will show how texts that feature LGBTQ characters and storylines continue to be marginalized and 
constructed as taboo and demonstrate how curricular choices can and do impact academic outcomes for 
marginalized students.  
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